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soon afterwards there began, a slow trickle at first, then a flood sti11 in full spate, of critical studies, biographies, editions, illustrated. editions, collections of paintings and engravings, handbooks, catalogues, appr~cia tions, research articles, chapters in other books, and specialized studies pouring out of the presses of at least twenty countries. Max Beerbohm's Enoch Soames sold his soul to the devil in exchange for a glance at the future British Museum catalogue of critical work on him, only to discover that posterity took the same view of him that his contemporaries had done. Such irony is not for Blake, who in his lifetime was something of an Enoch Soames too, but an Enoch Soames who was right.
Much more than a Cinderella success story is involved here. In her little British Council bibliography, Miss Kathleen Raine remarks on the spontaneous personal affection shown in the public response to the recent discovery of a large and rather confused allegorical picture by Blake in a house in Devon. A new Michelangelo would have been more important, but it wonld not have aroused that specific reaction of affectionate pride. Blake's deep love of England is clearly not an unrequited love, nor is the sense that he is one of us confined to Englishmen. People get attracted to him through feeling that he is for them a personal discovery and something of a private possession. I constantly hear of doctors, housewives, clergymen, teachers, manual workers, shopkeepers, who are, in the most frequent phrase used, "frightfuJly keen on Blake," who have bought every book on him they conld afford, and kept him around like an amiable household god. I have taught Blake to Jesuits and I have taught him to Commuuist organizers; I have taught him to deans of women and I have taught him to ferocious young poets of unpredictable rhythms and unprintable (or at least privately printed) diction. His admirers have nothing in common except the feeling that Blake says something to them that no one else can say: that whatever their standards and values may be, Blake has the charity to include them, not as part of a general principle of benevolence, which Blake himself would have despised, but uuiquely as individuals.
Undergraduates, too, have fewer barriers against Blake than against most poets: besides the absence of unfamiliar conventions or a special poetic language, he lacks the two qualities that undergraduates are most afraid of, sentimentality and irony. Again, some poets travel better than others, and just as Byron and Poe in the nineteenth century proved to be more readily exportable than Wordsworth or Hawthorne, so in the twentieth century Blake seems the easiest of aU our poets to export to India or Japan. He can hardly ever lack admirers among the fellow countrymen of Rouault and of Gerard de Nerval, or of HOIderlin and of Novalis. Within ninety years after the first critical study of him was published, Blake appears to be headed for what at one time seemed his least likely fate : a genuine, permanent, and international popularity.
This popularity has been achieved in spite of Blake's reputation for being difficult and esoteric, someone not to be understood without preliminary study of a dozen occult systems of thought and several thousand pages of commentary. I have written one of the thickest of the commentaries myself, and I certainly meant all I said, but I quite realize how often the popular estimate of Blake is sounder in perspective than the scholarly one. Scholars will assert that the famous "Jerusalem" hymn is crypto-Anglo-Israelitism or what not; but when it was sung in front of Transport House at the Labour victory of 1945 the singers showed that they understood it far better than such scholars did. Scholars will assert that the question in The Tyger, "Did he who made the lamb make thee?" is to be answered with a confident yes or no : yes if Blake is believed to be a pantheist, no if he is believed to be a Gnostic. Most of those who love the poem are content to leave it a question, and they are right. "You say," wrote Blake to the Rev. Dr. u Clearly, if Blake can be popular we need a new definition of popularity. Several very different things are included under the term popUlar, and the simple conception "What the public wants" will not do. Bestseller popularity depends more on news value than on any aesthetic qualities, whether good or bad. But there is another sense in which the term popular may be used, as referring to the art which affords a key to imaginative experience for the untrained. The centre of gravity of popular fiction in this sense is the folk tale, and in American culture, for instance, it would be represented by Huckleberry Finn, Rip van Winkle, some tales of Poe, of Uncle Remus, and the various cycles of native humour like the Western tall tale. Much that is popular even in this context is still rubbish, and some of it may be quite unpopular in the best-seller meaning of the word. The popular in the second sense is the contemporary primitive, and it tends to become primitive with the passing of time. Such primitive and popular elements recur in great art, even very difficult and complex art. One thinks of Shakespeare's late romances, with their archaic nature myths and their improbable coincidences turning up "like an old tale." One thinks more particularly of the Bible, which is one long folk tale from beginning to end, and the most primitive and popular book in the world.
The two senses of popular seem to be, up to a point, connected with the distinction of content and form. "What the public wants," as the first word suggests, relates primarily to content: certain conventional choices of subject-domestic, sentimental, heroic, sexually provocative -eome into vogue by turns. Certain story types, on the other hand, which remain fairly constant from ancient myth to contemporary comic strip, are isolated in the art which is popular in the second sense. Like the corresponding primitive and popular forms in the plastic arts, they are abstract and stylized, and have a curiously archaic look about them whenever they appear. The generic term for such story types is myth, because myths are stories about divine beings which are abstract and stylized stories in the sense that they are unaffected by canons of realism or probability.
Blake's only fictions are in his Prophetic Books, and although they are certainly mythical enough, there are other aspects of popular literature in its formal sense more obviously relevant to him. The conceptual element in poetry is also a part of its content, and conceptual thinking in poetry is more or less assimilated to another kind of thinking which organizes the poetic structure. The unit of this formally poetic thinking is the metaphor, and the metaphor is inherently illogical, an identification of two or more things which could never be identified except by a lunatic, a lover, or a poet--<me may perhaps add an extremely primitive savage. We are educated in conceptual thinking, and so usually find poetry which comes to terms with it easier to read, like Wordsworth's. Poetry which is popular in the sense of having a vogue is popular by reason of having such a conceptual content: it talks about the Deity in the eighteenth century, or Duty in the nineteenth, or it speaks to the eternal bourgeois in the heart of man, like Kipling's If, Longfellow's Psalm of Life, or Burns's A Man's a Man for a' that. Poetry which con-centrates on metaphor to the point of appearing to exclude conceptual thought altogether, like surrealist poetry, impresses most readers as wilfully crazy, or, if they are compelled to take it seriously, as incredibly difficult and esoteric.
Yet greater experience with literature soon shows that it is metaphor which is direct and primitive, and conceptual thought which is sophisticated. Hence there is a body of verse that can be called popular in the sense of providing the direct, primitive, metaphorical key to poetic experience for educated and uneducated alike. Most good teaching anthologies are largely composed of such verse, and in such anthologies the lyrics of Blake leap into the foreground with a vividness that almost exaggerates Blake's relative importance as a poet: I say exaggerates, because there are many fine poets who do not have this specific kind of directness. One may always meet a poem with a set of questions designed to avoid its impact: what does it mean; why is it considered a good poem; is it morally beneficial; does it say profound things about life, and so forth. But such a poem as The Sick Rose has a peculiar power of brushing them aside, of speaking with the unanswerable authority of poetry itself. Blake's lyrics, with many of those of Herrick, Burns, and Donne, the sonnets of Shakespeare, Wordsworth's Lucy poems, and a few of the great ballads, are popular poetry in the sense that they are a practically foolproof introduction to poetic experience.
Metaphor, then, is a formal principle of poetry, and myth of fiction.
We begin to see how Blake hangs together: his prophecies are so intensely mythical because his lyrics are so intensely metaphorical. At present his prophecies seem to have little to do with popular literature in any sense of the word, but opinion will have changed on this point long before the tercentenary rolls around. It will then be generally understood that just as Blake's lyrics are among the best possible introductions to poetic experience, so his prophecies are among the best possible introductions to the grammar and structure of literary mythology. His practice again is consistent with his theory, which lays an almost exclusive emphasis on the imagination or forming power. However, there comes a point at which our distinction of form and content breaks down, and we have to raise the question of what kind of content formal art has. "The Nature of my Work is Visionary or Imaginative," said Blake: "it is an Endeavour to Restore what the Ancients call'd the Golden Age." By vision he meant the view of the world, not as it might be, still less as it ordinarily appears, but as it really is when it is seen by human consciousness at its greatest height and intensity. It is the artist's business to attain this heightened or transfigured view of things, and show us what kind of world is actually in front of us, with all its glowing splendours and horrifying evils. It is only the direct, metaphorical, and mythical perceptions, which work without compromise with unimaginative notions of reality, that can clearly render the forms of such a world. Such psychological experiments as those recorded in Mr. Aldous Huxley's The Doors of Perception (the title of which comes from Blake, although taking mescalin is not precisely what Blake meant by "cleansing" the doors of perception) seem to show that the formal principles of this heightened vision are constantly latent in the mind, which perhaps explains the communicability of such visions. For Blake, however, the Bible provides the key to the relation between the two worlds. The ordinary world is "fallen," the manifestation of man's own sin and ignorance; the true world is the apocalypse presented at the end of the Bible and the paradise presented at the beginning of it: the true city and garden that is man's home, and which all existing cities and gardens struggle to make manifest in the lower world.
The apocalypse of the Bible is a world in which all human forms are identified, as Blake says at the end of his Jerusalem. That is, all forms are identified as human. Cities and gardens, sun moon and stars, rivers and stones, trees and human bodies--all are equally alive, equally parts of the same infinite body which is at once the body of God and of risen man. In this world "Each Identity is Eternal," for "In Eternity one Thing never Changes into another Thing." It is a world of forms like Plato's except that in Blake these forms are images of pure being seen by a spiritual body, not ideas of pure essence seen by a sonl, a conception which would rule out the artist as a revealer of reality. To Blake this vision of apocalypse and resurrection was the grammar of poetry and painting alike, and it was also the source of the formal principles of art. He lived in a way that brought him into the most constant contact with this world, for we notice that isolation, solitude, and a certain amount of mental stress or disturbance have a tendency to light up this vision in the mind. When Christopher Smart is shut into a madhouse with no company except his cat Jeffrey, the cat leaps into the same apocalyptic limelight as Blake's tiger:
For he keeps the Lord's watch in the night against the adversary. For the electrical fire is the spiritual substance, which God sends from heaven to sustain the bodies both of man and beast.
Similarly when John Clare is confined to an asylum and is in the depths of schizophrenia, the luminous fragility of Blake's Book of Thel, along with the glowing lights and gemmed trees of Mr. Huxley's adventures in heaven and hell, appear in his vision:
The birds sing on the clouds in that eternal land, Jewels and siller are they a', and gouden is the sand. The sun is one vast world of fire that burneth a' to-day, And nights wi' hells of darkness for ever keeps away.
And dearly I love the queen 0' that bright land, The lily flowers 0' woman that meeteth no decay.
Blake's attitude to art makes no psychological distinctions among the arts, and the same imagination that the poet uses appears in Blake's theory of painting as "outline," which again is an intense concentration on the formal principles of the art. The abstract school of painting today assumes that the formal principles of painting are quasi-geometrical, but Blake, with the faded white ghosts of eighteenth-century classicism in front of him, warned sharply against the preference of "mathematic form" to "living form." Blake despised everything that was amorphous or vague in art: the imagination for him could express itself only as rigorous and exactly ordered form. But by living form he meant a vitalized classicism, where the outline is held in the tight grip of imaginative intensity, a classicism that would have more in common with Van Gogh than with Flaxman or David. Blake's painting, though strongly forma1ized, is not abstract in tendency, but what one might call hieroglyphic in tendency. It presents the same world that his poetry presents; yet (except in lapses) it is not literary painting. The tense stylized figures of the Byzantines with their staring eyes and weightless bodies; mediaeval primitives with their glittering gold haloes and childlike sense of primary colour; Eastern "mandalas" that communicate the sense of powerful spiritual discipline in repose; the calligraphic distortions of Kiee: these all belong in different ways to the hieroglyphic tradition in painting, and are allied to the vision that Blake evolved from his study of Renaissance prints.
III
The conception of formally popular art which underlies the present argument is still an unexplored subject in criticism, and many aspects of it can be only suggested here. It has been neglected partly because the original proponents of it, notably Herder, confused it by mixing it up with a pseudo-historical myth of the Golden Age family. Formally popular art was supposed to have been derived from a ''folk'' whose art was rural and spontaneous and communal and unspecialized and a number of other things that no art can be. When we remove this notion of a "folk," we are left with a third conception of popular art as the art which is central to a specific cultural tradition. There is no question here of looking for the centre or isolating an imaginary essence of a tradition, but only of seeing what some of its prevailing and recurrent rhythms have been. The sources of a cultural tradition are, of course, its religious and social context as well as its own earlier products. In English culture we notice at once a strong and constant affinity with art which is popular in the formal sense, in striking contrast to, say, French culture, which has much more the character of something deliberately imposed.
One characteristic of the English tradition has obviously been affected by Protestantism. This is the tendency to anchor the apocalyptic vision in a direct individual experience, as the product, not of sacramental discipline, but of imaginative experiment. The experience may be as forced as Grace A bounding or as relaxed as Keats's speculations about a vale of soul-making, but it tends to be autonomous, to make the experience its own authority. The 1611 Bible is not a "monument of English prose," but the exact opposite of what a monument is: it is a translation with a unique power of making the -Bible a personal possession of its reader, and to this its enormous popularity as well as its importance in English culture is due. It has also fostered, of course, the kind of Biblical culture that has made The Pilgrim's Progress one of the most popular books in the language, that has given Paradise Lost its central place in English literature, and that has instigated some very inadequate performances of Handel's Messiah (a work with a unique power of catching this quality of direct vision in music) in Midland towns. Such Biblical culture, absorbed as part of a poet's own imaginative experience, was inspiring visions of revelation and resurrection at least as early as the Pearl poet, and had lost nothing of its intensity when Dylan Thomas was shattering the sedate trumpet of the BBC with the same tones:
Though they be mad and dead as nails,
Heads of the characters hammer through daisies;
Break in the sun till the sun breaks down, And death shall have no dominion.
Blake, who was brought up on the Bible and on Milton, is unusually close to this simple and naive Biblism even for an English poet. The occult and esoteric elements in his thought have been grossly exaggerated by critics who, as Johnson said of Hume, have not read the New Testament with attention. What is so obviously true of most of his paintings is true also of his poetry: it is the work of a man whose Bible was his textbook. The prophecies recreate the Bible in English symbolism, just as the 1611 translation recreates it in the English language, and, no less than Paradise Lost or The Pilgrim's Progress, they record a direct search for the New Ierusalem which exists here and now in England's green and pleasant land.
A second characteristic of the English tradition is of social origin, and is derived from an apparently permanent English tendency to political resistance. This tendency has taken different forms in different agesRoundhead, Whig, radical, liberal, socialist-but is so constant that it may be actually a kind of anarchism, or what in a play of Bernard Shaw's is called an obstinate refusal to be governed at all. From Milton's defence of the liberty of prophesying to Mill's defence of the right to be eccentric, it is pervaded by a sense that the final cause of society is the free individual. This sense distinguishes it sharply from such revolutionary traditions as those of America or Russia, where a fundamental social pattern is established a priori by the revolution, and other patterns are rejected as un-American or counter-revolutionary.
In Blake's political outlook one finds a radicalism of a conunon English type, which includes a strong individual protest against all institutional radicalism. Blake was brought up in the centre of English social resistance, the city of London, in the period of Wilkes and the Gordon riots. His sympathy first with the American and then with the French revolution placed him as far to the left as he could go and still continue to function as an artist. Yet his denunciation of what he called the "Deism" of the French revolutionaries, and of the ideology of Voltaire and Rousseau, is nearly as strong as Burke's. At the same time his poems point directly towards the English society of his time: even his most complex prophecies have far more in common with Dickens than they have with Plotinus. And though he said "Houses of Commons & Houses of Lords appear to me to be fools; they seem to me to be something Else besides Human Life," this expresses, not a withdrawal from society, but a sense of the inadequacy of everything that falls short of the apocalyptic vision itself. Blake's is the same impossible vision that caused Milton to break with four kinds of revolt in England, and which still earlier had inspired the dream of John Ball, a dream based, like Areopagitica and The Marriage ot Heaven and Hell, on a sense of ironic contrast between the fallen and unfallen worlds:
When Adam delved and Eve span, Who was then the gentleman?
In breaking with all forms of social organization, however, Blake is merely following the logic of art itself, whose myths and visions are at once the cause and the clarified form of social developments. Every society is the embodiment of a myth, and as the artist is the shaper of myth, there is a sense in which he holds in his hand the thunderbolts that destroy one society and create another. Another busy and versatile English radical, William Morris, not a mythopceic poet himself but a mere collector of myths, nevertheless portrayed those myths in The Earthly Paradise as a group of old men who had outgrown the desire to be made kings or gods. In this cycle they are ineffectual exiles, but in Morris's later work they return as revolutionary dreams, thongh of a kind that, again, rejects all existing types of revolutionary organization.
The possibility is raised in passing that formally popular art has a perennially subversive quality about it, whereas art that has a vogue popularity remains subservient to society. We note that Rnssian Communism denounced "formalism" as the essence of the bourgeois in art, and turned to vogue popularity instead, a vogue artificially sustained by political control, as part of its general policy of perverting revolutionary values. This tendency follows the example set by Tolstoy, who, though a greater artist than Morris, was also more confused about the nature of popular art.
Blake formed his creative habits in the age immediately preceding Romanticism: still, his characteristics are romantic in the expanded sense of giving a primary place to imagination and individual feeling. Like the Romantics, Blake thought of thl> "Augustan" period from 1660 to 1760 as an interruption of the normal native tradition. This sense of belonging to and restoring the native tradition helps to distinguish Romanticism in England from Romanticism on the Continent, especially in France. It also enabled the English Romantic writers-in their fertile periods at any rate-to lean less heavily on religious and political conservatism in their search for a tradition.
The great achievement of English Romanticism was its grasp of the principle of creative autonomy, its declaration of artistic independence. The thing that is new in Wordsworth's Prelude, in Coleridge's criticism, in Keats's letters, is the sense, not that the poet is superior or inferior to others, but simply that he has an authority, as distinct from a social function, of his own. He does not need to claim any extraneous authority, and still less need he take refuge in any withdrawal from society. The creative process is an end in itself, not to be judged by its power to illustrate something else, however true or good. Some Romantics, especially Coleridge, wobble on this point, but Blake, like Keats and Shelley, is firm, and consistent when he says, "I will not Reason & Compare: my business is to Create." The difficulties revealed by such poems as Shelley's Triumph of Life or Keats's Fall of Hyperion are concerned with the content of the poetic vision, not with any doubts about the validity of that vision as a mean between subjective dream and objective action. "The poet and the dreamer are distinct," says Keats's Moneta, and Rousseau in Shelley's poem is typically the bastard poet whose work spilled over into action instead of remaining creative.
Hence the English Romantic tradition has close affinities with the individualism of the Protestant and the radical traditions. In all three the tendency is to take the individual as the primary field or area of operations instead of the interests of society, a tendency which is not necessarily egocentric, any more than its opposite is necessarily altruistic. English Romanticism is greatly aided in its feeling of being central to the tradition of English literature by the example of Shakespeare, who was in proportion to his abilities the most unpretentious poet who ever lived, a poet of whom one can predicate nothing except that he wrote plays, and stuck to his own business as a poet. He is the great poetic example of an inductive and practical approach to experience in English culture which is another aspect of its individualism.
I have no thought of trying to prefer one kind of English culture to another, and I regard all value-judgments that inhibit one's sympathies with anything outside a given tradition as dismally uncritical. I say only that this combination of Protestant, radical, and Romantic qualities is frequent enough in English culture to account for the popnlarity, in every sense, of the products of it described above. There have been no lack of Catholic, Tory, and Classical elements too, but the tradition dealt with here has been popular enough to give these latter elements something of the quality of a consciously intellectual reaction. During the twenties of the present century, after the shock of the First World War, this intellectual reaction gathered strength. Its most articulate supporters were cultural evangelists who came from places like Missouri and Idaho, and who had a clear sense of the shape of the true English tradition, from its beginnings in Provence and mediaeval Italy to its later developments in France. Mr. Eliot's version of this tradition was finally announced as Classical, royalist, and Anglo-Catholic, implying that whatever was Protestant, radical, and Romantic would have to go into the intellectual doghouse.
Many others who did not have the specific motivations of Mr. Eliot or of Mr. Pound joined in the chorus of denigration of Miltonic, Romantic, liberal, and allied values. Critics still know too little of the real principles of criticism to have any defence against such fashions, when well organized; hence although the fashion itself is on its way out, the prejudices set up by it still remain. Blake must of course be seen in the context of the tradition he belonged to, unless he is to be unnaturally isolated from it, and when the fashionable judgments on his tradition consist so largely of pseudo-critical hokum, one's understanding of Blake inevitably suffers. We come back again to the reason for anniversaries. There may be others in the English tradition as great as Blake, but there can hardly be many as urgently great, looming over the dither of our situation with a more inescapable clarity, full of answers to questions that we have hardly learned how to formulate. Whatever other qualities Blake may have had or lacked, he certainly had courage and simplicity. Whatever other qualities our own age may have or lack, it is certainly an age of fearfulness and complexity. And every age learns most from those who most directly confront it.
